Changes in body weight, milk production, food and water consumptions and vaginal smears in rats during prolonged lactation.
Concurrent observations were made in the rat on the changes in the milk production, body and organ weight, food and water consumptions and in the ovarian function in two separate series of experiments in which the period of lactation was prolonged to 60 and 45 days, respectively, by replacing suckling pups by younger ones. In most of the variable examined, marked changes occured between day 20 and 30 of lactation, that is, at the stage correspondong to the end of the normal lactation period. Milk production rate during prolonged lactation expressed by daily gain in weight of litters decreased to 60% of the level before day 20, and was associated with a great reduction of nucleic acid contents of the mammary gland. Definite decreases in weight of the anterior pituitary and the adrenal glands were observed. The food intake remained constant from day 15 of lactation onwards, therefore, the feed efficiency for milk production declined gradually during the period of normal lactatation remaining at a low level thereafter.. After the first recurrence of vaginal estrus which also occured between day 20 and 30, the replacement of litters was followed by the appearance of estrus, whereas replacement before day 15 did not affect the ovarian function. In addtition to these changes, a depressing effect of estrus on the milk production was observed.